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Absolute Margaret: Margaret More Roper and
"Well Learned" Men
Peter Iver Kaufman
The University ef North Carolina at Chapel Hill
This article suggests that Margaret More Roper's 1534 letter to Alice
Alington is an important witness to Tudor ideas of patriarchy and the
history of gender identity. In 1557 William Ras tell was the first of many to
question not only Margaret's authorship of the letter, but also her acquiescence to authorities and opposition to her father. Evidence suggests,
however, that Margaret was a part of Erasmus's humanist network of
friendship, remained so after More's refusal to swear the oath and his
imprisonment, and that her appeals to her father were genuine. By the
time Margaret and More debated conformity, she was inside the humanist
network but he had apparently stepped out. With Margaret's opposition to
her father, we may have found an example of what some renaissance
humanists dimly perceived or feared, an indication that inadvertently they
had begun a pattern for feminists to follow.

in 1534 for refusing to swear the oath
required by the Tudor Act of Succession. For months, he declined to give
his reasons and discuss the case for nonconformity with his colleagues and
keepers, but a lengthy justification was sent to his stepdaughter, Alice
Alington. The letter appears to be an account of More's visit with his
daughter, Margaret Roper, the greater part of which was reserved for a
dialogue about conformity and More's dissent. We will probably never
know whether the letter recounts an actual conversation or stitches material
from several interviews into a narrative that father and daughter worked on
together. It was sent to Alington under Roper's signature, but conceivably
her father could have invented everything. William Rastell, who discovered the document and published it in 1557 in his album of More's English
works, suspected that Roper's share in the composition was negligible.
Although he offered neither evidence nor extended argument, the suspicion
prospered: witness Louis Martz's intimation that the dialogue is too good
to have been Margaret Roper's, that "its art seems to be all More's." But
perhaps the issues of More's art and authorship can be dispatched if we
acknowledge from the first that the letter's claim to originality was
limited.1
THOMAS MORE WAS IMPRISONED

Martz, "The Tower Works," in The Complete Works cf St. Thomas More, vol. 12, ed.
Louis Martz and Frank Manley (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), lxi; and William
Rastell, ed., The Workes cf Sir Thomas More Knyght (London, 1557), 1434. Attributions of this
kind make More appear clairvoyant; long before the dialogue was contemplated, he told his
daughter that she wrote so well that readers would never believe she composed unassisted. For
1Louis

